In recent years, the public administration community and political leadership have expressed increasing concern that the conditions and status of public service are declining. It has been called a "quiet crisis" in American government (Levine and Kleeman, 1992) . Beside the widely publicized Volcker Commission that focused on the federal civil service, especially at the senior executive level, several other commissions or task forces have also been created to examine the state of the public service more generally. A task force on Revitalizing the Public Service, created by the National Association of Schools of Public Affairs and Administration (NASPAA), issued its report in 1991, and the Commission on the State and Local Public Service is scheduled to issue its report in 1993. At the individual state level, mini-Volcker commissions have been set up in Illinois and Ohio. The Illinois Commission on the Future of the Public Service has already completed its work and issued three reports outlining specific reform proposals for the government of the state of Illinois, Cook County, and the City of Chicago (Illinois Commission on the Future of Public Service, 1992). Several other states have similar activities in studying "Workforce 2000" issues as they affect their public service (Sherwood, 1992).
These commissions and task forces raised several important issues such as politicization and patronage. The Volcker Commission expressed considerable concern about the increasing politicization of the higher civil service jobs in the federal government. Similar questions have been raised by both the Illinois commission and by the commission on American State and Local Public Service (Thompson, 1992) .1 Another major issue has been compensation. The salary and benefits of public employees, especially professional and administrative level employees, have not kept up with inflation and the private sector (Goodsell, 1985 ; National Commission on the Public Service, 1989). It is argued that this has already made it difficult for the public sector to attract the best and the brightest (Marzotto, 1991).
Increasing managerial discretion and decentralization are seen as important issues in the debate about improving government performance, productivity, and accountability, and in combating bureaucratic rigidity. The traditional civil service system, characterized by detailed job descriptions and salary schedules, elaborate grievance and disciplinary procedures, and highly formalized, time-consuming recruitment processes, appears to leave public managers with very little discretion in managing their human resources (Ingraham and Rosenbloom, 1992) . Public sector collective bargaining simply adds to the concern about the inability of public managers to manage. Some see the state of the merit system, at least in the federal government, as confused even beyond repair (Ingraham and Rosenbloom, 1992, p. 291).
Although much attention has been even to the condition and status of the public service in recent years, most of that attention has focused on the federal and state levels. Even the Commission on American State and Local Public Service has deliberately focused on the states (Thompson, 1992, p. 34) . Even when public service is addressed at the local level, the focus has been on large cities and counties (Stein, 1986; Stein and Condrey, 1987) . The Illinois Commission on the Future of the Public Service, for example, produced only two reports on local governments, one dealing with Cook County, and the other with the City of Chicago. Most studies on the state of the public service in America leave out small and medium size local governments. Local governments, however, employ about two and one-half times as many people as state governments, 10 million vs. 4 million (Thompson, 1992 , p. 28), and local government delivers most of the basic government services to American citizens. Of all the local employees in the United States in 1987, 55 percent were in the field of education, 11 percent in public safety, and 10 percent in social services and income maintenance (U.S. Department of Commerce, 1987). Because local governments number over 83,000, and their size, functions, and structures vary widely, it is newly impossible to conduct a comprehensive study of the state of their public service. Understandably this has led to the general lack of studies on the state of the public service at the local level.
This study is a modest attempt to fill this gap. It deals with local government officials' views on the recruitment, hiring, disciplinary, removal, and grievance procedures used in local government, as well as the performance evaluation, collective bargaining, and affirmative action practices followed. It also deals with the question of patronage, and with the structure of personnel management in local government settings.
A questionnaire survey was administered through the mail in the summer of 1991 to city managers or city clerks (depending upon government form) of all 283 Illinois cities with a population of 5,000 and over (except City of Chicago). Roughly 70 percent of the state's population outside the City of Chicago reside in these communities. Of the 283 cities surveyed, 169 responded, for a response rate of 60 percent. Cities responding to our survey represent our universe of Illinois cities in terms of their population size, type of government, wealth, and region.
Given an almost 60 percent response rate, the profile of cities in our sample is representative of all the cities in the state in terms of population size, region, and government form. A breakdown of respondents by population-size categories of 5,000 to 9,999; 10,000 to 24,999; 25,000 to 49,999; 50,000 to 99,999; and 100,000 and above (excluding Chicago), produced frequencies which diverged from those in the true population by less than 2, 0, 1, 2, and 0 percent, respectively for each population category. We compared the sample-population breakdowns between different types of local government and found that in Illinois 31 percent of the cities with populations of 5,000 and over have council manager government; 32 percent of our respondents have them. We also found that our respondents dosely resembled the actual distribution of cities in terms of their size and location in five state regions (Cook, Suburban, Northern, Central, and Southern).
Local government employees in Illinois as elsewhere provide a broad range of services including fire and police protection, sanitation and recreation, and health and education as well as perform secretarial and central management functions. Personnel practices and issues as well as state-level mandates differ for different types of employees associated with the provision of these different local services. For instance, provisions in Chapter 24 of the Illinois statutes pertain solely to police officers and firefighters. Consequently, it is important to distinguish among local government personnel. To capture these differences in our study, we divided city employees into four categories: (1) administrative / professional, (2) uniform services, (3) trade, and (4) clerical I secretarial.
The survey data were joined with other community level data in our study to enable us to explore hypotheses accounting for differences in the personnel practices and in the state of public service in the cities. In particular, we looked at the extent to which human resource management systems and practices diverge in mayor-council and council-manager forms of government. We also inquired whether size (population and staff), affluence (in terms of tax base and per capita income), and social diversity led to differences in personnel practices and structures in the cities.
The Findings
Perhaps one of the most enduring of concerns in the debate on the American public service has been about the role of political partisanship and patronage in our public service. This concern about patronage and partisanship has greatly diminished over the last half a century as far as the federal government is concerned. However, in recent years, some alarm has been raised about politicization of the senior levels of the federal civil service under the Reagan administration (National Commission on the Public Service, 1989). Concern about the influence of patronage and political partisanship on public service at the state and local level, especially the local level, has remained high despite great strides made in the professionalization of public service, including the widespread adoption of council-manager form of government. It is widely assumed that patronage is endemic in smaller cities, especially nonmanager cities (Sharp, 1990) . However, that assumption does not seem to hold in Illinois according to our respondents. Three-quarters of them said that their city's personnel system (hiring and promotion especially) was merit based. Only one in six respondents considered their city's personnel system to be based primarily on patronage and partisan considerations. In response to a question about the impact of the Rutan decision, over 90 percent of the respondents reported that it had no impact on hiring and promotion in their cities. If patronage were endemic in small cities, many more cities would have indicated that they were affected by the Rutan Logically related to this emphasis on the performance-reward linkage was concern with the freedom that public managers had in recruiting and retaining high performers. Absence of managerial discretion in human resources decisions, i.e., in setting job qualifications and salaries, and in hiring, performance evaluation, promotion, and dismissal, is considered a major impediment to both responsive and efficient public service (National Academy of Public Administration, 1983; National Commission on the Public Service, 1989; Ingraham and Kettl, 1992). Like patronage, lack of managerial discretion at least in nonmanager, strong mayoral cities, is considered to be widespread (Svara, 1990) . Employee unionism, especially of uniform services employees, state level mandates, and political meddling are considered to leave little room for managerial discretion in personnel matters. We asked our respondents to identify those who had the most influence in various personnel decisions for each of the four major categories of employees in their cities. Tables 1 and 2 summarize the responses for council-manager and mayor-council cities, respectively.
As we would expect, the city manager and department heads had the most influence on personnel decisions in council-manager cities (Table 1) . City managers had the most influence in all personnel matters concerning administrative/professional employees while department heads played a major role in all personnel matters (except setting salaries) for uniform services, trade, and clerical/secretarial employees. Elected officials (city council or a committee of the council) in council-manager cities only played a significant role in setting salaries. In all other personnel matters, elected officials had very little influence on personnel matters in these cities. Employee unions (through collective bargaining) played a small role in setting job qualifications and salaries for uniform, trade, and clerical employees. They had no influence on decisions concerning hiring, performance evaluation, promotion, or dismissal. This is especially significant in the case of uniform services and trade employees, because over three-quarters of uniform services and almost half the trade employees were reported by our respondents to be unionized. In the case of the uniform services, hiring, promotion, and dismissal decisions were significantly influenced by others (police and fire commissions). Department heads had the principal role in setting job qualifications, hiring (except uniform services), performance evaluation, promotion, and dismissal decisions, for all but administrative/professional personnel (Table 1) . Clearly, the departmental managers had considerable discretion in making personnel decisions.
In mayor-council governments, elected officials are expected to exercise the strongest influence on personnel decisions. Data in Table  2 partly confirm this expectation. For administrative/professional personnel, the mayor and city council exercised the strongest influence on all personnel matters concerning this group of employees ( Table  2 ). The mayor and council exercised the strongest influence in setting salaries for all city employees. Department heads appeared to have the strongest influence on all personnel decisions (except setting salaries) for all employees (except administrative/professional) in mayor-council governments. Comparisons of the responses in Table 1 and Table  2 show that the principal difference in influence over personnel decisions between council-manager and mayor-council governments was that in the former the city manager took over the personnel authority that elected officials exercised in the latter. Thus, our data show dearly that in "reform" (council-manager) governments, professional managers had the authority over the personnel decisions that elected political officials had in "nonreform" governments.4 The strong role played by elected politicians in all personnel decisions in the mayor-council governments increases the possibility of political and patronage influences on these personnel decisions. We assessed whether factors other than the form of local governments, such as city size or wealth, explain differences in the locus of managerial discretion. The relationships between the size (population and staff), wealth, and the form (council-manager and mayor-council) of local governments in our study were statistically significant (p < .01). Larger, wealthier cities were a little more likely to have a council-manager form than the small ones. However, the magnitudes of these relationships were not large (See Table 3 ). Overall our analysis found that the reported patterns of influence of various city officials on personnel matters in council-manager and mayor-council governments were not significantly affected by city size, wealth, or whether cities were located in urban or more rural regions of the state.
There has been much concern in recent years about the ability of all levels of government to recruit a highly qualified and diverse work force and the lack of an innovative and aggressive recruitment strategy necessary to attract high quality personnel. Table 4 contains the percentage of Illinois local governments using different recruitment practices.
As our data show, most local governments relied almost completely on local newspaper advertisements for filling trade and derical positions. They often used area and statewide newspapers for uniform services recruitment. It was only for administrative/professional positions that they made significant use of trade and professional newsletters, university recruitment, and internship programs. These recruitment practices are partly explained by their responses to questions concerning adequacy of applicant pools. Unlike the concerns raised by commissions and scholars, a large majority of our respondents found applicant pools for all job categories quite adequate. Most of them even found these pools to be increasing for all but the administrative/ professional category. It is not surprising, then, that most of our cities do not use aggressive and innovative recruitment strategies, since they consider applicant pools adequate and getting larger for their hiring needs. This may change, however, as the generally high level of the unemployment rate declines as the economy recovers from the recent recession.
On the issue of minority and women applicant pools, the picture was quite different. Seventy percent or more of our respondents felt that the minority applicant pool was not adequate for all employment categories (Table 5) . Over 85 percent felt that the minority applicant pool for administrative/professional positions was not adequate. Although almost 85 percent considered the women applicant pool for clerical positions adequate, only about 6 percent felt it was adequate for trade positions. Generally, more of our respondents felt that both minority and women applicant pools were increasing for all employee categories. Almost half, for instance, felt that the pool of women was increasing for both administrative and uniform services positions.
Analysis of our data shows that the existence of an affirmative action program is significantly related to the presence of a large pool of qualified minority applicants for trade and clerical employment categories, as well as an increase in administrative and uniform service applicant pools. Only about a third of the cities in our study reported that they had an affirmative action program (Table 6 ). Considering the responses indicating lack of adequate women and minority applicants for all employment categories (Table 5) , low incidence of affirmative action programs in the Illinois cities is noteworthy. Clearly, neither the lack of adequate women and minority applicant pools nor the Illinois Human Rights Act of 1985 have been a sufficient stimulus to cause the cities to systematically and aggressively pursue the recruitment of women and minorities.
The level of public employee compensation has been considered a major hindrance in attracting people to public sector employment. It has generally been assumed that public employee compensation lags behind the private sector for comparable job categories. We asked our respondents to report how well the total compensation package offered by their city compared to the private sector in the city. Over 90 percent of the respondents reported that their city's overall compensation package was as good as or better than that of the private sector for all job categories except one. For administrative/professional employees, about 18 percent of our respondents reported that their cities' total compensation package compared unfavorably with the private sector. Not only did the cities generally feel that their overall compensation package stood up well in comparison with the private sector, but over 65 percent of them said that they were not contemplating any reduction in their employee benefits either because of tight budgets or rapidly increasing costs of the benefits. Almost all (over 90 percent) of the cities in our study provided a basic benefit package that included health and life insurance, sick leave and paid vacation. However, only onequarter of the cities provided a flexible benefit plan.
Many recent commentators and public administrationists have argued that the level of public employees' compensation has not kept pace with private sector compensation. This increasing gap has, they argue, made it increasingly difficult for the public sector to recruit and retain capable employees. They suggest that there is an urgent need to increase public sector pay and benefits (National Commission on the Public Service, 1989; Ingraham and Kettl, 1992). Although most of these commentators focus on the federal level, it is generally assumed that state and local level compensation packages compare even less favorably with the private sector than the federal level does. Our data, however, show that the local government officials in Illinois do not find that their cities' compensation packages compare unfavorably with the private sector. It is, therefore, unlikely that a call for increasing pay and benefits for employees at the local level will receive a sympathetic hearing from local officials. Perhaps the crisis is confined to the federal level, or perhaps it is more of a concern outside of Illinois.
Systematic and sustained attention to personnel matters is likely to be given in the cities with formal personnel systems and offices. Over half the cities in our study had no separate personnel office or department, and only 55 percent had an appointed professional personnel administrator. Over 36 percent had designated a member of the city council to handle personnel matters. More than 80 percent, however, claimed to have a formal personnel policy or code; of these cities, fewer than 13 percent had adopted the personnel system outlined in the state statutes.5 The "standard" personnel system is included in the state statute to encourage cities, especially small ones, to regularize their personnel systems and procedures. The state law makes it relatively easy for the cities to do so by adopting the model system. However, cities seem inclined to develop one of their own rather than use the standard one developed by the state.
Most cities had no formal written or oral examinations for hiring of all but uniformed services employees (Table 6) Although almost all cities reported that they had developed their own formal personnel policy code, about half had neither a personnel office nor a separate personnel officer, and over one-third actually had a committee of the city council that acted as personnel officer. Most of them had standard civil service systems that featured formal written job descriptions, wage and salary schedules, and disciplinary and grievance procedures (less overwhelmingly so for administrative personnel).
A major foundation of civil service (and merit) systems, the practice of open competitive examinations, was absent in most cities except for the uniform services. Existence of competitive examinations for uniform services was the direct result of state imposed requirements. The lack of competitive examinations for all but uniform services clearly opened the local personnel systems to patronage and partisan abuses. Lack of a systematic performance evaluation system in 40 percent (for uniform services) to 45 percent (for trade and administrative personnel) of the cities indicates that a substantial proportion of them lacked the basic procedural requirements of a merit system. It also strengthens concerns about patronage and partisan abuses in dispensing rewards (raises, promotions, etc.) as well as in hiring.
Generally, cities with council-manager governments, larger staffs, larger populations, or wealthier residents were more likely to have a formal personnel office and administrator. These characteristics are significantly associated with affirmative action programs and performance evaluation systems. Large and wealthy reform governments appear more likely to have both affirmative action and a merit system instead of simply having a traditional civil service system.
Conclusion
This study addressed some major concerns raised in recent years about the state of the public service in America. These include: (1) political influence and patronage in personnel matters, (2) inadequacy of compensation, (3) lack of discretion for public managers in personnel matters, and (4) adequacy of minority employee pools and affirmative action.
We found that city clerks and city managers in Illinois do not believe that patronage and politics play a significant role in their cities' personnel systems. They overwhelmingly consider their cities' compensation packages for employees to be as good as or better than the private sector. This, alongside the widespread public perception that public employees are well paid, may indicate the difficulty facing those who advocate raising the pay and benefits of public employees at any level of government.
Our study also challenges the belief that public managers lack discretion in personnel matters. That is certainly not so at the local government level in Illinois. We show that city managers and department heads have the strongest influence in personnel decisions. This is, of course, more true in council-manager governments than in mayor-council governments.
Concerns about minority recruitment are well founded. Our respondents overwhelmingly agree that their cities face inadequate minority and women applicant pools. Yet, most of the cities do not have an affirmative action program. Perhaps something more, sustained professional and public pressure or a mandate from the state or federal government, is needed to move the cities on this issue.
If our respondents are typical of local officials elsewhere across the country, then our study raises questions about the extent to which many local government officials share the concerns raised by recent commissions, task forces, and public administrationists. The concerns commentators and public administrationists raise about political influence, pay and benefits, and managerial discretion are based largely on the study of federal public service. It is important to be cautious in assuming that these are the concerns of all levels of government. Local government personnel systems need and deserve more systematic empirical study to enable us to separate images from the reality of personnel systems in America. 
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